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UM RESEARCHERS CO-AUTHOR INTERNATIONAL SCIENCE ARTICLE
MISSOULA —
An article in the March 17 issue of the journal Science was co-authored by University of
Montana researchers Steve Running and Peter Thornton. The piece, titled "Contribution of
Increasing C02 and Climate to Carbon Storage by Ecosystems in the United States," examines
the role played by this country in the global carbon cycle.
Many researchers suspect that the current buildup of C 02 in the atmosphere could lead to
a global warming climate change. Running said the vegetation of various regions of the earth act
as net sources for carbon dioxide gas, such as boreal regions in the far North, and others are sinks
or reducers of C02, such as the heavily vegetated Amazon rainforest. These vegetation sinks
absorb about one-third of the C 02 emitted by human fossil fuel combustion.
Last year a group of atmospheric researchers contended that the U.S. landmass is a very
effective C 02 sink, absorbing most of the C 02 the United States burns as fossil fuel. Running and
14 other climate change specialists refute these findings in their recent Science article.
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"Our research shows that their estimate (2.0 gigaton of carbon per year) is way too big,
we calculated 0.08 gigaton, a factor of 10 smaller," Running said. "That's a huge difference in
calculations —like expecting $1,000 from the IRS and receiving $100."
He said the United States and North America are still a net reducer of C02, just not as
large a sink as the earlier research group estimated, and not sufficient to offset fossil fuel
combustion. Additionally, the model calculations, which ran from 1895 to 1993, show that in
some warm, dry years the United States’ natural vegetation is a net source of C02, exacerbating
greenhouse warming. These findings are particularly interesting given the latest evidence of a
global warming trend.
"All the climatologists I have talked with recently are concerned that this was the warmest
winter in the history of the United States," Running said, "especially since this was supposed to be
a wet-and-cold La Nina winter. Warming trends appear to be accelerating and scientists are not
sure why."
Science is an international weekly journal of research that serves the scientific community
as a forum for presentation and discussion of important issues related to the advancement of
science.
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